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Synopsis.'] 

THE COURSE OF WAGES IN THE UNITED STATES 

SINCE 1840. 

By Carroll D. "Wright, 

United States Commissioner of Labor. 



The data for this paper are taken from a report of the Com- 
mittee on Finance of the United States Senate, but they were 
largely collected by the Department of Labor, and therefore 
under my personal supervision. The statistics of wages 
include the rates of wages paid in nearly 100 distinct estab- 
lishments, covering 22 industries, for the period from 1840 to 
1891, inclusive. Only the general rates of wages as shown 
by the report of the committee referred to form the subject 
of the paper, but these statistics cover each year during the 
whole course of the period, so far as establishments could be 
found able to furnish pay-rolls for the whole period, or for 
any major part of it, and all the quotations given are taken 
directly from pay-rolls themselves. Of course, great difficulty 
arose in finding establishments which could furnish consecu- 
tive pay-rolls for all the years of the period comprehended, 
yet in a sufficiently large number of cases conditions favor- 
able to an accurate report were found to exist. There is, 
therefore, for the first time in this country, a continuous 
record of the rates of wages paid in the principal industries 
of the country for a long period of years. An exception to 
this statement is made by reference to the valuable work 
published in the Tenth Census, compiled by Mr. Joseph D. 
Weeks. 

Only nominal wages therefore are dealt with in the paper. 
To treat of the real or economic wages would have taken me 
too far afield. 

The method adopted for ascertaining the general course of 
wages is that of selecting a particular year as a basis for cal- 
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culation, and the j^ear selected is 1860, as that represents 
more nearly than any other in the whole period a normal 
year. All quotations in all the industries reviewed are, for 
1860, put at 100. Fluctuations each side of 1860 are there- 
fore represented by fractional parts of 100, as, for instance, 
if a man received $1 per day in 1860, which has been repre- 
sented by 100, and in 1885 he received $1.75 per day, then 
the entry for 1885 would be 175 ; and if in 1840 he received 
87 cents per daj', the entry for comparison with 1860 would 
be, for 1840, 87. This simple method was adopted by the 
Senate Committee on Finance, and all the calculations in 
their report made in accordance therewith. The same method 
was adopted in making comparisons as to prices of commodi- 
ties, the committee having in mind always the relation which 
each principal article bore to the total consumption. 

The various individual statements relative to industries 
and localities are taken up, showing the course of wages since 
1840. These need not be reported in this abstract, but as a 
general conclusion of the paper, so far as wages are concerned, 
the following table represents, on the basis already described, 
the results for all the industries : — 
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KATES OF WAGES FOR 52 YEARS — RELATIVE WAGES, BY INDUSTRIES. 
General Average of Wages. 



Year. 


Agri- 
cultural 
Imple- 
ments. 


Ale, 

Beer, 

and 

Porter. 


Books 

and 

jSews- 

Papers. 


Build- 
ing 
Trades. 


Car- 
riages 
and 
Wagons. 


City 
Public 
Works. 


Cotton 
Goods. 


Dry 

Goods. 


Ging- 
hams. 


Grocer- 
ies. 


Illumi- 
nating 
Gas. 


1840 








85.0 


100.0 




86.0 










92.7 


1841 








85.0 


100.0 




80.6 










94.3 


1842 






68.6 


86.2 


100.0 




87.5 










91.3 


1843 




78.2 


72.3 


84.7 


100.0 




87.6 










93.1 


1844 




68.8 


73.8 


85.0 


100.0 




85.7 










93.4 


1845 






74.8 


86.6 


100.0 




86.6 










96.4 


1846 






77.3 


88.9 


100.0 




90.8 










93.8 


1847 






78.2 


92.6 


100.0 




91.9 










95.2 


1848 






81.6 


92.0 


100.0 




93.4 










96.6 


1849 






85.3 


89.6 


100.0 




94.5 




94.2 




93.7 


1850 






89.1 


86.2 


100.0 




93.9 


102.7 


98.1 




94.6 


1851 






80.3 


87.9 


100.0 




87.7 


102.7 


94.5 




94.6 


1852 






82.1 


88.7 


100.0 




87.9 


102.7 


94.5 




92.9 


1853 






84.7 


90.6 


100.0 




90.4 


102.7 


94.6 




95.3 


1854 




98.8 


86.8 


93.4 


100.0 


102.1 


94.5 


102.7 


97.0 




98.1 


1855 




84.5 


88.9 


95.7 


100.0 


103.1 


98.7 


102.7 


99.0 


100.0 


100.5 


1856 




90.6 


86.1 


96.5 


100.0 


100.2 


101.2 


102.7 


101.1 


100.0 


99.4 


1857 


98.0 


93.0 


92.0 


98.7 


100.0 


102.1 


102.0 


102.7 


101.9 


100.0 


99.5 


1858 


103.1 


96.0 


98.0 


95.8 


100.0 


97.5 


96.9 


102.7 


101.9 


100.0 


99.0 


1859 


94.9 


97.2 


97.2 


100.8 


100.0 


102.5 


98.6 


100.0 


102.9 


100.0 


100.2 


1860 


100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


1861 


102.1 


105.3 


96.6 


100.4 


100.0 


98.4 


98.9 




101.2 


100.0 


100.9 


1862 


!)9.8 


115.4 


98.9 


106.3 


169.9 


97.8 


99.2 


100.0 


102.8 


145.2 


101.6 


1863 


105.5 


116.1 


103.5 


119.7 


169.9 


108.7 


106.0 


126.9 


104.4 


159.5 


113.7 


1864 


111.7 


127.8 


114.0 


143 7 


169.9 


135.8 


122.3 


126.9 


106.7 


159.5 


141.6 


1865 


141.9 


134.0 


135.0 


161.1 


169.9 


150.8 


134.7 


135.7 


123.2 


159.5 


164.0 


1866 


156.8 


157.7 


139.2 


170.0 


169.9 


154.4 


153.2 


135.7 


146.0 


159.5 


171.0 


1867 


155.6 


158.9 


145.4 


185.1 


169.9 


165.0 


160.4 


135.7 


151.5 


159.5 


172.8 


1868 


152.3 


163.9 


156.0 


185.5 


169.9 


169.9 


160.9 


135.7 


153.7 


159.5 


182.9 


1869 


151.5 


168.3 


157.7 


189.2 


179.9 


171.4 


161.8 


134.3 


153.1 


159.5 


188.0 


1870 


152.6 


168.5 


156.1 


185.5 


179.9 


172.9 


160.6 


134.3 


154.2 


147.5 


186.1 


1871 


152.1 


168.1 


159.8 


182.7 


179.9 


175.3 


165 3 


134.3 


161.9 


147.5 


188.9 


1872 


154.0 


169.1 


159.4 


183.3 


179.9 


182.4 


169.0 


132.8 


164.2 


147.5 


189.4 


1873 


152.4 


172.4 


164.0 


179.4 


179.9 


177.5 


167.2 


132.8 


165.5 


147.5 


207.0 


1874 


157.1 


178.2 


159.3 


178.1 


179.9 


179.5 


155.8 


132.8 


163.3 


147.5 


201.7 


1875 


158.5 


174.6 


159.2 


169.2 


179.9 


178.8 


150.3 


132.8 


158.2 


157.2 


193.7 


1876 


141.3 


159.4 


155.9 


158.6 


179.9 


168.0 


142.1 


132.8 


156.9 


157.2 


190.3 


1877 


129.4 


159.4 


150.7 


146.3 


179.9 


155.1 


135.5 


132.8 


149.8 


157.2 


180.1 


1878 


130.6 


179.2 


145.6 


140.7 


179.9 


141.9 


135.3 


134.0 


148.5 


159.5 


174.2 


1879 


128.1 


171.7 


141.9 


137.9 


179.9 


138.7 


136.2 


134.0 


147.3 


159.5 


159.4 


1880 


124.9 


176.2 


140.7 


142.7 


202.4 


141.5 


139.9 


134,0 


143.8 


159.5 


154.3 


1881 


124.6 


182.4 


141.3 


160.1 


202.4 


145.5 


144.8 


134.0 


146.0 


159.5 


158.1 


1882 


133.4 


183.7 


139.0 


165.1 


202.4 


151.9 


146.8 


134.0 


147.5 


159.5 


163.2 


1883 


139.8 


158.5 


146.6 


166.0 


202.4 


158.4 


146.5 




148.9 


159.5 


168.3 


1884 


137.7 


177.6 


142.6 


168.5 


202.4 


162.0 


146.6 


132.8 


144.1 


159.5 


166.2 


1885 


132.0 


179.9 


145.2 


169.9 


202.4 


162.8 


143.5 


132.8 


137.4 


194.7 


166.4 


1886 


140.0 


180.2 


143.5 


170.3 


202.4 


163.5 


147.0 


135.7 


137.0 


194.7 


164.5 


1887 


140.3 


202.1 


144.0 


170.1 


202.4 


163.8 


150.6 


135.7 


143.3 


194.7 


163.8 


1888 


139.0 


225.2 


146.1 


170.9 


202.4 


166.0 


153.7 


135.7 


145.2 


194.7 


166.5 


1889 


137.8 


224.7 


148.7 


170.1 


202.4 


164.8 


157.0 


162.6 


146.5 


194.7 


166.8 


1890 


139.0 


224.5 


147.6 


172.7 


202.4 


164.8 


159.7 


185.3 


152.4 


194.7 


166.9 


1891 


137.9 


224.7 


148.6 


172.5 


202.4 


164.6 


165.1 


183.6 


152.7 


194.7 


167.7 
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KATES OF WAGES FOR 52 YEARS — RELATIVE WAGES, BY INDUSTRIES.— Concluded. 
General Average oe Wages. 



Year. 


Leath- 
er. 


Lum- 
ber. 


Metals 

and 
Metallic 
Goods. 


Paper. 


Rail- 
roads. 


Side- 
walks. 


Spice. 


Stone. 


White 
Lead. 


Wool- 
len 
Goods. 


All 
Indus- 
tries. 


1840 




59.1 


84.6 




89.5 






80.4 


90.7 




87.7 


1841 




56.3 


78.9 




90.1 






87.4 






88.0 


1842 




61.5 


94.2 




91.2 


87.5 




79.2 


73.8 




87.1 


1843 




70.7 


85.1 




90.6 


87.5 




71.8 


73.8 




86.6 


1844 




76.0 


88.5 




89.0 


87.5 




76.5 


73.8 




86.5 


1845 




89.9 


83.3 




89.6 


87.5 




80.2 


89.5 




86.8 


1846 




92.8 


85 7 




89.9 


87.5 




97.8 


91.8 




89.3 


1847 




93.8 


89.2 




92.0 


87.5 




85.9 


89.3 




90.8 


1848 




100.7 


89.4 




91.8 


87.5 




82.9 


89.3 




91.4 


1849 




97.4 


91.5 




90.6 


87.5 




79.2 


83.9 




92.5 


1850 




91.8 


88.8 




92.5 


100.0 




93.6 


88.6 


94.0 


92.7 


1851 




91.3 


88.5 




91.5 


100.0 




93.8 


93.7 


94.1 


90.4 


1852 




90.7 


89.9 




90.0 


100.0 




96.1 


94.2 


94.3 


90.8 


1853 




95.3 


89.9 




91.2 


100.0 




99.7 


93.9 


94.9 


91.8 


1854 




99.0 


95.8 




96.8 


100.0 




103.7 


100.9 


95.2 


95.8 


1855 




100.0 


98.6 




97.5 


100.0 




98.8 


94.5 


95.4 


98.0 


1856 


88.9 


96.3 


100.1 




90.9 


100.0 




103.1 


97.6 


96.9 


99.2 


1857 


84.4 


90.8 


101.7 




96.7 


100.0 




103.3 


96.6 


97.4 


99.9 


1858 


93.2 


95.2 


100.3 




97.0 


100.0 




101.9 


98.8 


98.5 


98.5 


1859 


102.6 


95 5 


98.4 


97.6 


98.6 


100.0 




100.9 


98.3 


91.7 


99.1 


1860 


100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


1861 


110.6 


103.6 


102.2 


100.0 


103.3 


100.0 


100.4 


90.7 


101.4 


103.1 


100.8 


1862 


123.4 


107.2 


102 8 


89.5 


101.4 


100.0 


114.0 


91.5 


104.8 


103.6 


102.9 


1863 


138.4 


131.8 


106.5 


107.2 


103.0 


112.6 


98.5 


109.5 


109.9 


111.7 


110.5 


1864 


153.7 


144.6 


121.3 


108.9 


111.7 


137.5 


106.6 


1S5.7 


120.6 


120.7 


125.6 


1865 


160.4 


153.2 


144.9 


143.6 


133.0 


175.0 


134.9 


146.8 


130.3 


137.3 


143.1 


1866 


158.1 


154.2 


148.0 


153.9 


142.1 


187.5 


145.9 


152.5 


131.9 


146.1 


152.4 


1867 


151.7 


157.1 


151.2 


161.3 


150.7 




125.5 


159.3 


135.2 


150.5 


157.6 


1868 


150.7 


163.7 


153.6 


171.4 


154.2 




129.3 


163.8 


134.9 


144.0 


159.2 


1869 


152.1 


165.0 


156.3 


171.9 


157.2. 


212.5 


118.6 


169.8 


154.5 


149.1 


162.0 


1870 


151.6 


1C9.0 


157.1 


171.1 


164.8 


212.5 


143.9 


168.8 


119.0 


154.5 


162.2 


1871 


153.4 


168.1 


155.6 


173.9 


164.4 


200.0 


122.2 


169.9 


136.1 


155.1 


163.6 


1872 


153.3 


172.6 


157.7 


176.5 


164.1 


200.0 


157.2 


173.0 


128.9 


156.1 


166.0 


1873 


154 9 


177.7 


160.2 


190.1 


165.3 


200.0 


149.2 


171.3 


140.0 


158.2 


167.1 


1874 


153.0 


179.5 


157.2 


181.8 


154.5 


181.3 


143.5 


166.7 


144.8 


148.1 


161.5 


1875 


141.9 


171.8 


154.2 


191.9 


157.4 


162.5 


156.2 


161.3 


144.8 


154.7 


158.4 


1876 


136.4 


173.0 


149.1 


207.1 


147.4 


150.0 


161.1 


153.8 


130.4 


151.8 


152.5 


1877 


136.8 


176.8 


143.8 


167.6 


141.9 


150.0 


160.9 


138.9 


133.0 


142.1 


144.9 


1878 


139.1 


177.9 


140.6 


145.0 


136.3 


150.0 


162.7 


137.4 


113.0 


144.0 


142.5 


1879 


128.9 


175.4 


134 6 


165.3 


137.9 


150.0 


157.1 


129.6 


119.0 


145.0 


139.9 


1880 


131.3 


173.3 


134.3 


158 5 


143.8 


150.0 


151.6 


128.7 


117.4 


151.6 


141.5 


1881 


130.8 


176.8 


139.0 


168.1 


148.9 


150.0 


153.0 


136.1 


119.7 


153.8 


146.5 


1882 


131.6 


175.3 


144.0 


170.2 


146.0 


181.3 


144.2 


149.5 


124.4 


155.7 


149.9 


1883 


133.7 


175.4 


147.2 


181.4 


149.4 


181.3 


155.2 


147.4 


135.2 


163.6 


152.7 


1884 


134.3 


169.9 


147.0 


178.2 


147.2 


181.3 


158.8 


150.1 


121.1 


166.7 


152.7 


1885 


128.2 


170.3 


143.0 


178.8 


155.1 


181.3 


158.2 


150.4 


129.3 


163.1 


150.7 


1886 


132.0 


169.6 


139.6 


181.5 


146.5 


181.3 


156.0 


152.5 


135.4 


165.3 


150.9 


1887 


134.4 


170.9 


143.3 


181.8 


145.6 


181.3 


162.4 


153.1 


141.1 


167.9 


153.7 


1888 


134.9 


170.6 


144.6 


179.1 


149.1 


181.3 


161.0 


156.8 


140.6 


165.6 


155.4 


1889 


131.5 


175.1 


146.2 


182.7 


148.3 


181.3 


162.4 


156.9 


140.3 


165.0 


156.7 


1890 


132.4 


176.7 


148.0 


175.2 


147.0 


181.3 


164.0 


161.9 


140.8 


168.0 


158.9 


1891 


137.6 


177.9 


148.6 


182.3 


146.4 


187.5 


164.2 


165.2 


140.6 


167.8 


160.7 
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To show the relation of wages to prices through the same 
period, the following table, based on various methods of com- 
putation, is introduced for the prices of articles : — 

RELATIVE PRICES IN EACH YEAR, 1840-1891, FOR ALL ARTICLES GROUPED 
BY DIFFERENT METHODS. 



Year. 


All articles 

simply 
averaged. 


All articles 
averaged 
according 
to impor- 
tance, cer- 
tain expen- 
ditures 
being con- 
sidered 
uniform. 


All articles 
averaged 
according 
to impor- 
tance, com- 
prising 
68.60 per 
cent of 
total ex- 
penditure. 


Year. 


All articles 

simply 
averaged. 


All articles 
averaged 
according 
to impor- 
tance, cer- 
tain expen- 
ditures 
being con- 
sidered 
uniform. 


All articles 

averaged 
according 

to impor- 
tance, com- 
prising 

68.60 per 
cent of 

total ex- 
penditure. 


1840 


116.8 


98.5 


97.7 


1866 


191.0 


160.2 


187.7 


1841 


115.8 


98.7 


98.1 


1867 


172.2 


145.2 


165.8 


1842 


107.8 


93.2 


90.1 


1868 


160.5 


150.7 


173.9 


1843 


101.5 


89.3 


84.3 


1869 


153.5 


135.9 


152.3 


1844 


101.9 


89.8 


85.0 


1870 


142.3 


130.4 


144.4 


1846 


102.8 


92.1 


88.2 


1871 


136.0 


124.8 


136.1 


1846 


106.4 


96.7 


95.2 


1872 


138.8 


122.2 


132.4 


1847 


106.5 


96.7 


95.2 


1873 


137.5 


119.9 


129.0 


1848 


101.4 


92.0 


88.3 


1874 


133.0 


120.5 


129.9 


1849 


98.7 


88.9 


83.5 


1875 


127.6 


119.8 


128.9 


1850 


102.3 


92.6 


89.2 


1876 


118.2 


115.5 


122.6 


1851 


105.9 


99.1 


98.6 


1877 


110.9 


109.4 


113.6 


1852 


102.7 


98.5 


97.9 


1878 


101.3 


103.1 


104.0 


1853 


109.1 


103.4 


105.0 


1879 


90.6 


96.6 


95.0 


1854 


112.9 


103.4 


105.0 


1880 


106.9 


103.4 


104.9 


1855 


113.1 


106.3 


109.2 


1881 


105.7 


105.8 


108.4 


1856 


113.2 


108.5 


112.3 


1882 


108.5 


106.3 


109.1 


1857 


112.5 


109.6 


114.0 


1883 


106.0 


104.5 


106.6 


1858 


101.8 


109.1 


113.2 


1884 


99.4 


101.8 


102.6 


1859 


100.2 


102.0 


102.9 


1885 


93.0 


95.4 


93.3 


1860 


100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


1886 


91.9 


95.5 


93.4 


1861 


100.6 


95.9 


94.1 


1887 


92.6 


96.2 


94.5 


1862 


117.8 


102.8 


104.1 


1888 


94.2 


97.4 


96.2 


1863 


148.6 


122.1 


132.2 


1889 


94.2 


99.0 


98.5 


1864 


190.5 


149.4 


172.1 


1890 


92.3 


95.7 


93.7 


1865 


216.8 


190.7 


232.2 


1891 


92.2 


96.2 


94.4 



By the foregoing table it will be seen that, under what- 
ever method, prices fell on the average about 5 per cent from 
1860. As wages had increased to a very large percentage 
during the same period the relative purchasing power of 
wages, as indicated by the rates paid, becomes clearly appar- 
ent. 



